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‘The Scottish respect for books and learning 1s well 
known and the Oamaru settlers established a hbrary early 


an the history of the town’: so said Helen B. Cowey in the 


opening remarks of her address to the first general session of the 
1954 New Zealand Library Association Conference. 

With the current library building’s 30" anniversary coming up 

in September of this year it is timely to reflect on the town’s 
involvement with and provision of library facilities and services. 
We need to go back to 12 December 1864 and imagine ourselves 
in attendance at a meeting ‘convened by the resident magistrate 

at the request of interested persons’ who were ‘resolved to form 
an athenaeum and mechanics institute.’ Whilst the response was 
not great the organizers decided to go ahead with their plans. 
Accordingly rooms were rented from Samuel Gibbs and a reading 
room opened in May 1865, but by the end of that year the service 
was Closed. A further public meeting was convened just one week 
later, a new committee set up, and plans set in train for the 
building of special premises for an athenaeum. Work began in 
1867 on a building to house the athenaeum and also space to 
allow lectures to be held. The lectures included in 1869 ‘Geology’ 
by the Rev. Todd; ‘Labrador and the Arctic regions’ by the 

Rev. Gifford and ‘Glaciers and gold’ by R. Gillies. 


The Athenaeum and Mechanics Institute was granted an endowment 
of rural land in Wyndham. Special permission was given in 1878 when 
The Oamaru Athenaeum and Mechanics Institute Act, 1877 was 
amended to allow for the sale of this land. A property was purchased 
at Ardgowan and leased out. 

A bazaar and exhibition was held in 1879. A considerable amount 

of money was raised as a result and plans for a larger building were 
under way. This building (at present housing the North Otago 


Museum), was opened in 1882, and here I quote from the Minister 


of Lands, Immigration and Education, the Hon. Mr. Rolleston’s speech 


at the opening of the building on November 16, 1882. “The building 
which we are met to open is indeed a credit to the town of Oamaru, 


already celebrated for the beauty of its situation and the excellence 


of its buildings.’ 


Athenaeum c.1900 











Later in his speech he refers to ‘the 4000 volumes you have already 
accumulated, a good beginning of a circulating and reference library. 

I am glad also to see that you anticipate the establishment of lectures 
which, though they can never obviate the necessity to students for 

stern and laborious application, may serve to guide their course of 
study, and at any rate may give a sufficiency of information to those 
who have little time for study to make their passage through life more 
enjoyable from a keen appreciation of the wonderful works of nature 
which surrounds them.’ 

The first books were issued from the new 
Athenaeum in early 1883 and evening classes for 
young people were established in 1887. Both these 
classes and later ones for adults had limited success. 
‘By 1938 the Athenaeum and Mechanics Institute 
had a record of 74 years library service to the 


community. The total issues for that year were just 





over 79,000 which represented 10 books per head of 
population.’ Also in that year the Country Library Service came into being. 
This service originally concentrated on assisting small communities but 
gradually towns the size of Oamaru were able to be included. Membership 
of the Athenaeum was still by subscription. A proposal that the 
Athenaeum become a municipal library had been discussed for a number 
of years and in 1945 a large public petition was presented to the Council. 
The eventual handing over of the Committee’s assets to the Borough 
Council took place in 1948. The intervening years had seen the defeat 


of the original proposal and then a reversal of that decision. 


The Council agreed to set up a free public library and carry out 
improvements to the library. Whilst the majority of books 1n the library 
were free to borrow, a rental collection of books considered as having 
entertainment value only was established. The Country Library Service 
provided loan collections on special topics and the bookvan called three 
times a year. Library staff were able to select books to supplement thetr 
own non-fiction and some fiction stock during these visits. This system 
added up to 1,000 books to the collection at any one time. Individual 
titles could also be requested for borrowers. A collective book-buying 
scheme was also set up whereby the Oamaru Public Library, 

the Palmerston Public Library and the Mackenzie Library, each 
contributed a certain amount of money. Staff at the Country Library 
Service selected, purchased and partially catalogued the titles chosen 
before sending them out to the appropriate libraries. 

These books were sent on a rota basis to each of the three libraries 

for a certain length of time before returning to the home library and 
becoming part of their permanent stock. This enabled purchase of good 
titles of less general interest. Services for children had been oreatly 
enhanced by the loan 
collections provided through 
the Schools Library Service. 
The town’s population and 
hence library usage was 
growing all this time and it 


became apparent that new 4a , 
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premises would be required. 





Also the steep stairs meant that access to the library was restricted for some 
people. The library was moved downstairs to the ground floor in the same 
building in 1953. Extensive alterations were made to enable an open plan style 
library where one section flowed on into another. The up-to-date colour 
scheme used in the library was much discussed and again I quote from Helen 
Cowey’s description. “The adult room is mauve on the front wall, grey on 

the left wall (as you enter from the street), dark blue on the back wall, and dull 
turquoise on the right wall. The hall and newspaper alcove are white. 

The children’s room has the following: Dark grey on the front wall (actually in 
the staff room), bright turquoise on the nght wall, bright rust on the back wall, 
and yellow on the left wall. The ceilings throughout are yellow, and the shelves 
a pale greenish grey. The partition between the children’s room and the staff 
room is a double-sided book stack, just over five feet high. Screens of pinex 

in the window enable children’s books to be displayed, and afford privacy for 


the staff room.” 
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It is not sufficient now. Shelving space in the adult library, moving 

space within the library, and the workspace are all totally inadequate. 
However, efforts have been made and are still in progress, towards 

meeting our problem.” Oamaru was planning on celebrating its Centennial 
from October 1962 to November 1963 to commemorate the years from the 
first sitting of the Oamaru Town Board and to this end local organizations 
were asked to put forward their ideas for a centennial project. “The Pioneer 
Gallery Committee proposed a composite project ”’- that of a larger building 
to be erected on the site occupied by the Pioneer Gallery and extensions 

to the library building. The Library Committee decided that extensions 

to the library building would constitute their project. In May 1963 

the Librarian noted that it was “pleasing to be able to report that the 


Centennial Committee have finally decided that a new library is to be the 





centennial project, and it is to be hoped that there will not be too much 
delay before the realisation of this worthy atm 1s achieved. 
The need 1s great.” In 1964 Miss M. Clark noted that 
“Strenuous efforts are now being made by the North Otago 
Centennial Committee to raise twelve thousand pounds 

as its share towards the provision of a new Library. 


The sum raised to date including promises is four thousand 





and fourteen pounds.” However in that year new steel case 


papleare 


non wel shelving was purchased “to relieve our over-burdened 


shelves” and in 1966 the library was repainted and the cork | 
tile flooring repaired and resealed. The library staff 


moved upstairs to continue with book 





processing and mending. 








Efforts continued to be made to progress the building of a new library, 

and mention was made in 1973 of plans being “well advanced for the new 
library. The Council is hoping to be able to call tenders for its construction 
by the end of the year.” The Librarian reported that “At present the 
overcrowded, cramped conditions, which affect both the public and the 
staff, are hampering the working of the service to such an extent, that I 
sometimes feel it impossible to continue”. But continue she did and in 1974 
was able to announce that “after 20 years work has commenced on the new 
library building, which shows that the enthusiasm of the pioneers 1s still 
alive in the community today.” 

The new library was officially opened by the Mayor, Mr. R. D. Allen on 

18 September 1975 at a ceremony attended by more than 100 invited guests 
including Mr. W. R. Laney M.P and Mrs. Laney; Mrs. J. B. Kirkness, 

Mr. and Mrs. A. Wilson, and Mr. K. C. McDonald and members of the 
public. The Oamaru Mail reported that “The president of the New Zealand 
Libraries Association, Mr. Stringleman, said that although a good library 
service doesn’t depend on the building it does help to have a good one, and 
his first impressions of the Oamaru library were excellent. He thought it had 
everything a good library should have. Mr. Stringleman said that librarians 


throughout the country would beat a path to the door to see Oamaru’s new 


building. 
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The intervening thirty years have seen many changes to the style 

of services provided within the building and in 1985 the library staff 
exchanged their pens and date stamps for an automated computer 
system accompanied by the “dislocation of routines, absorption 

of a temporary workforce larger than the permanent staff, and the 
knowledge that at the end there would be no returning to known ways 
presented a challenge which was met with 
unquestioned trtumph by each member 

of the staff. This positive and professional 


staff outlook, together with the unstinting 





support of the system designers, 

Comaint Systems Ltd, has enabled Oamaru 
Public Library to give borrowers one 

of the most advanced circulation systems 
in New Zealand” wrote Librarian 

Mrs. J. Blackburn who initiated the 
installation of the computer system. 


An untimely hailstorm at Christmas 1983 





blocked the guttering in the library roof 


Pioneer Gallery 1902 


and caused flooding over quite an area 





of carpet. The carpet was lifted for drying and library borrowers 

were invited to sign the exposed concrete flooring for a 20c donation. 
This raised $150 which was put towards purchasing puzzles for the 
children’s library. A much needed extension to the library workroom 


and the building of a new staff room gave extra working space 


to the library in 1986/7. 











The library was closed for about 11 days in November 1994 for the laying 
of new carpet throughout. Borrowers were encouraged to take as many 
books as they could. This had a twofold 


purpose, to ensure they didn’t run out 


of reading and leaving less books to 
be packed in the approximately 1,200 


crates for moving. During these years 





. many extension services were provided 
The Athenaeum and new library 1981 to the community by the library. 
These included a Hospital service, a Housebound Service and book loans 
provided to Iona Home and Victoria Home. Many of these services could 
not have been given without the extra ongoing support from community 
oroups. Over the years many talks have been given by library staff to 
community groups, also at one time a regular radio slot was allocated 

to informing the community of library services, new books and what was 
happening in the children’s library during holiday times. The library has 
always placed great emphasis on services for children with many holiday 
programmes and story times being held, with class visits given priority. 

The North Otago Toy Library was originally housed in the children’s section 
of the library until such time as it outgrew the space and required its own 
premises. Special collections housed within the library have included the 
Waitaki Valley Acclimatisation Society’s Collection of books and periodicals 
shared with the Kurow and Waimate libraries, a selection of Massey 


textbooks for extra-mural students. 


A selection of art books on loan from the Bill Robertson library 

in Dunedin were deposited to supplement the library’s own stock 
while art courses were being held at the Oamaru Campus of the Otago 
Polytechnic. Currently, special collections include the Janet Frame 
material, a “Heritage” collection of material relating directly to the 
Waitaki District, and the Dorothy Cayford music collection. 

A combined library service with Waitaki County Council was first 
proposed in 1978/9 on the basis that “an annual grant in return for 
Library services would ensure that all country residents have the same 
access to books and information as borough residents.” 

This did not come about and county residents still paid an annual 
subscription till the time of amalgamation in 1989, when the Oamaru 
Public Library became the hub of services for what is now known 

as the Waitaki District Libraries. 

A recurring theme in all of the annual reports that I have read 

in compiling this brief history of the Oamaru Library and the services 
provided, has been that of thanks given to all library staff and the 
many volunteers over the years by the reporting librarians. 

They have shown enthusiasm, dedication, hard work and the ability 
to rise to the challenges presented to them in keeping up with 
ongoing trends in the library world, technological demands 


and meeting the requirements of ‘their’ borrowers. 


Jill Grenfell 
Oamaru August 2005 
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